















This paper proposes to explore “the issues and challenges of political participation of women in decentralized local 
governance institutions in the state of Odisha in India.” They have been given the opportunity to share power with   
man by the 73rd Constitutional amendment. But in spite of their representation the elected women representatives are 
treated ‘as puppet’ in the Panchayati Raj Institutions. Most of them remain silent spectators to the proceedings of the 
Panchayat meetings and rarely women in the Panchayati Raj Institutions. The internal factors which affecting the 
process of women empowerment and participation are identified as: lack of awareness, experience, knowledge, skill, 
leadership quality, low level of education, lack of exposure etc. The external factors which affect the process of 
participation and empowerment of women are: influence of family, caste, social outlook, patriarch etc. More 
specifically, most of SC/ST and women representatives were facing the problem of non-cooperation from the official 
and upper castes/ dominant sections of their Grama Panchayats.  Practically it has been found that two heads are 
functioning at Gram Panchayat levels-she head (de-jure)-the elected women Sarpanch and he had (de-facto)-the real 
Sarpanch. Most of the elected women Sarpanchs are regarded as a mere ‘Rubber Stamp’ and all the functions of the 
Panchayat are being performed by their husbands or local elites. Although, reservations have helped strengthening 
the position of women in PRIs, but reservation alone cannot carry forward this democratic process; the provisions for 
education and employment by the state, will help raise capabilities and awareness among, together with political 
mobilization through civil society and political parties. 
 





This Paper Studies the role and performance of elected women representatives in the functioning of Gram Panchayat 
in sheragada block of Ganjam district of Odisha in India. It finds that due to the provisions of 73rd constitutional 
Amendment Act of 1992, a new set of women representatives come into Gram Panchayat. Reservation has created a 
space for Women's needs within the structural framework of politics and legitimized women issues. In the helm of all 
living beings there are two separate and opposite ingredients, male and female and that is that the biological 
adjustment, the law of nature, the broad-base of all living creatures of the universe rotate around. Society of human 
being is one of the units of the whole component of that cosmology. Female make up 50 percent of the entire 
population throughout the world. But their Participation in political life is very nominal. Both in local and in national 
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For the purpose of the study all Gram Panchayats of Sheragada Block of Ganjam district in Orissa was purposefully 
selected. The fundamental reason behind this selection of the Panchayats for the study deserves two answers, first in 
these Panchayats women from backward class won important post like Sarapanch and Samiti members. Secondly, 
what kind of developmental activity actually done by these women leaders through activr participation in decision 
making process was our main aim of the study? Thirdly, in order to know how the woman leaders are responding to 
the general problem I took 36 the elected women members of those Gram Panchayats as my samples.  
Comprehensive interview schedule was the primary technique to gather necessary information as to women’s 
participation and performance. 
 
The rise of women leadership with consequential women empowerment is a subject matter of great sociological and 
economic importance from various points of views. Earlier when the hierarchical leadership on the basis of caste and 
religion in the villages was dominant, then, the caste panchayats had an important role in the power structure. But as 
the hierarchical leadership was gradually replaced by the democratic leadership the social structures and the 
leadership patterns saw wide spread changes. After the emergence of women leadership the situation has changed 
further. Under such circumstances it is but natural that one could easily observe the social and economic upheavals 
and the metamorphosis taking place in the rural life.[1] 
 
After careful examination in was decided to follow stages sampling all the 18 Gram Panchayats in Sheragada Block. 
A total 36 women representatives were selected for survey and 06 Women Sarpanches, 04 women vice-Sarpanches, 
06 Women Samiti members  and 20 Mahila ward members have been interviewed and their response regarding their 
participation and performance in grass root bodies are found both positive and negatives. The data for the research 





On the positive side it has been noticed that due to reservation of seats many women were elected to local bodies. 
Reservation has created a space for women’s needs within the structural framework of politics and legitimized 
women’s issue. The women too feel happy and energetic being placed at the mainstream of the society and given 
opportunity to share power with men. Reservation has also led to the recognition of the identity of women and their 
presence in the public life. [2] This is a remarkable change from the earlier perception. It is also noticed that there is an 
upsurge of women’s power at the grass root bodies. Women have started asserting themselves leading to a new kind 
of social revolution in the society. Some of the women representatives are slowly and steadily gaining confidence and 
trying to perceive their roles by familiarising themselves with Panchayats rules and regulation. [3] Reservation has 
created an opportunity to take forwards this feminist discourse and attain in order to elaborate the qualities and 




But during the field visits it was observed that most of women leaders who were interviewed did not hold format 
position of power [. The impact of reserving one third of seats for Women in the Panchayat Raj Institutions (PRIS) has 
been fruitful and has empowered women both politically and socially. [5] On the negative side, the constitutional 
provisions have not been materialised into reality. On the other hand it has been notice that the elected Women 
representatives are treated ‘as puppet’ in the local bodies. [6] The majorities of them stay silent audience to the events 
of the Gram Panchayat meetings and seldom take part in the deliberations. They hardly say their own view relating to 
identifying beneficiaries, assigning contracts, locating development projects, budget preparation, planning etc. Just 
sitting and listening the meeting have been their style of involvement. [7] The reasons that distressing the route of 
women empowerment and participation are identified as lack of awareness, experience, knowledge, skill, leadership 
quality, low level of education, lack of exposure, influence of family, caste, social outlook, patriarch etc. Illiteracy has 
become a major obstacle in the path of playing active role in the functioning of local bodies. [8 ] 
 
Husbands and family members do not want their women representatives to interact with government officials and 
other in matter of taking decisions. The caste factor is one more check in route of Women participation. [9] Higher 
caste people like the Brahmins and khyatriya are hesitant to honour the low caste elected women representative and 
to obey decisions taken by a low caste leader. In this way, they are confronting innumerable complicatedness, 
nuisance and disgrace at the hands of traditional power holders. (High caste groups) It is observed that many factors 
are affecting the process of participation and level of performance of women in the grass roots bodies. These factors 
may be categorised as of two types. i) Internal factor, & ii) External factor. The internal factors which offering the 
process of women empowerment and participation are identified as: lack of awareness, experience, knowledge, skill, 
leadership quality, low level of education, lack of exposure etc. It is noticed that Women representatives are not 
aware of their functions, duties and responsibilities. In fact, they do not know what role they have to play in the 
functioning of local government. [10 ] 
 
Lack of education or low level of education has become a major obstacle in the path of playing active role in the 
functioning of Panchayats. The elected members are unable to understand the basic of working of Gram Panchayats. 
As a result they provide an ineffective leadership. Due to lack of exposure and experience, women members in 
several cases are dependent on their husbands in the matter of decision making. In many cases they do rely upon the 
traditional power holders. [11] 
 
The external factors which affect the process of participation and empowerment of women are: influence of family, 
caste, social outlook, patriarchy etc. The dominated Indian society does not perceive women as capable or worthy of 
leadership. [12] 
 
Furthermore, due to male dominance elected women members are functioning more or less as dummies–the 
husbands of women Sarpanchas are actively participating in the Panchayat matters instead of allowing their wives to 
take part in the decision making process. Financial matters are not tackled by the women representatives and for this 
they depend upon their husbands or sons or any other male relatives. Practically it has been found that two heads are 
functioning at Gram Panchayat levels-she head (de-jure)-the elected women Sarpanch and he had (de-facto)-the real 
Sarpanch. Most of the elected women Sarpanchs are regarded as a mere ‘Rubber Stamp’ and all the functions of the 








A few women who have entered into active Politics life had either a long political background of from families with 
liberal outlook or they are educated. Social structured constrains also add to adverse affect on the life of women and 
preferably like to mange house hold chores from their childhood. In the latter period also they find it extremely 
unusual and difficult to shun the sentiment habitual and groomed with. They have to rely upon their male counterpart 
even for a very trifling matter and fail to take part in the process of decision making in the social, familial or Political 
matters. [14 ] 
 
Many a time it is also seen that to cast their valuable votes in time of election their male counterparts guide them. 
Cultural application on the issue of political participation of women both in Odisha and in India in the political process 





The present study reveals that apart from 33% reservation for women provided by 73rd Amendment Act, some other 
factors like education, marital status, family structure, political affiliation of family, party affiliation of Members, support 
of party, economic background of family have played an important role with regard to women’s participation in 
Panchayati raj intuitions. On anlysing the role and level of women’s participation, it is found that majority of the 
women Members take their responsibility seriously as they regularly participate in meetings. On examining the 
experience in addressing group of people, it has been found that some of the women Members have gained 
confidence and experiences in addressing group of people both in formal and informal atmosphere. However, many 
other women Members have a very rare experience of addressing group of people. They feel nervous and 
unconfident particularly at the formal meetings. It has been observed that basic reasons behind this have been the 
low level of education and lack of public exposures. In presence of highly educated person, they hesitate to speak in 
the meetings. 
 
Regarding the gains from holding the present position, it is found that raising the confidence level is an important gain 
for majority of the women Members. The first experience of attending meeting was not a comfortable experience for 
them. They felt uneasy. Slowly and gradually with increasing frequency of attendance in meetings, they felt more 
confident of their presence. 
 
All the women are interested in continuing their present position. It is pertinent to note that majority of them not only 
desire to continue in present office but also want to contest for MLA’s and MP’s position. They want to take part at the 
high levels of decision making and want to gain more knowledge and experience because they feel that by occupying 
political position they are getting prestige, power, popularity, identity and the opportunity to serve the people. Women 
are proud of their new position and see it as an acknowledgement of their capability. 
 
On analyzing the perception of male Members on the nature and role performed by the women, it is found that 
majority of the male Members have positive view towards participation of women. However, some male Members 
have expressed their dissatisfaction regarding women’s participation. It is to be noted that these male Members 
belong to different political parties party and they are in the opinion that women should not be in politics. On the other 
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hand, according to the Chairman of Panchayat Samiti, women Members are very active and they participate equally 
with their male counterpart in various stages of PRI activities. 
 
Despite of these perceptions and observations of male Members and Chairman of Panchayat Samiti, the study 
reveals that women Members do not invest enough time for village affairs. This can be attributed to the fact that the 
majority of women have still not been relieved from their household duties. From the study, majority of the women 
Members were found investing only one to two hours per day in Panchayat work. 
 
The study also reveals that the issues related to welfare of women do not receive enough attention at the meetings. 
Discussions are rarely held on women’s issues. Women’s interests are not adequately represented because women 
Members are themselves failing to take initiatives. This can be seen as a failure on the part of women Members, 
though they do not see it as a failure. 
 
Majority of the women Members feel that there is no need in discussing the women’s issue as a separate subject 
because it is included in the discussion on all round development programmes. This implies that women’s 
participation in decision making is very low as compared to male Members. 
 
Coming to the question of keeping contacts with the voters, it has been found that majority of the women Members 
don’t frequently visit the villages and meet the people. Unavailability of good transport and domestic responsibilities 
have been cited as the major reasons behind this. Though it appears contradictory, yet it is a fact that male Members 
of families encourage the women Members to contest election and participate in Panchayati Raj activities but do not 
share domestic burden to help them manage time to fulfill public responsibilities. 
 
It has also been found that the burden of household work is one of the major reasons for women’s absence in the 
meetings. Women Members have to look after their household work and then fulfill their responsibilities as elected 
representative. This implies that in our society despite development in certain areas, the traditional outlook has not 
changed so much so as to do away with the dichotomous division of society. The private world with its narrow 
restricted boundaries is still considered as the right place for women. The primary role of women is still considered as 
wives, mothers, child bearers whatever may be their level of education and professional career. 
 
From the foregoing analysis it cannot be said that there is full participation on the part of women Members. The study 
has brought out that there are very few women who are active, articulate at the Panchayat Samiti while there are few 
others who are passive, quiet and do not place their views much. The analysis reveals that their participation as 
elected Members is itself a new experience and they are not exposed to the formal official procedures. They depends 
a quite often on the male Members and officials for advice and for clarifications. Though the numerical strength of the 
women Members have increased they have not been able to affect decision making substantially. 
 
It is also appeared in the present study that majority of the women Members of Panchayat Samiti economically 
depend on their husbands or other male members of their family. Further it has been noticed that economic 
dependence of the women Members leads to the curtailing of their position in both family and political office. This 
implies that economic backwardness of women is one of the reasons of their poor political record. This also indicates 




Further, we see that most of the women Members contested election not on their own will but under the pressure from 
family. Very few Members have confided that their decision to contest in the election is based on their own desire. 
Influence of family members thus assumes more importance. This leaves an impression that our socio-economic and 
political structure is such that it leaves little space for the women Members to be in domineering presence. It has been 
found that majority of the women Members are prompted by their husbands to contest in election. The study reflects 
that men still play a proxy role through the female representation in PRIs. 
 
This shows that real empowerment of women as desired by 73rd Amendment Act through PRIs is still a far cry. All the 
women Members have been facing problems due to departmental rigidity of different government offices. Government 
department do not release the development funds timely, which creates problems for the Members. It has been 
revealed by the women Members that attitude of government officials towards them is not very cordial. Official staffs 
of various departments do not provide proper and timely information to the Members regarding various development 
programmes. Besides, women Members are found facing problems in the allotment of schemes and later in the 
release of funds in favour of allotted schemes. Women Members also face problems in identification of beneficiaries 
to be proposed for covering under various development programmes and selection of sites and location. Too much 
interference of state government and high level political leaders is also another problem for the women Members. 
This shows that 73rd Amendment Act has been accepted in letters but not in spirit. Support of Political party is also 
another feature of PRI election, which affect women’s participation in Panchayati Raj institutions. [16 ] 
 
During the interview, it emerged that political parties have direct bearings on women’s participation in Panchayati Raj 
institutions. In PRIs a seat which is reserved for a woman candidate becomes unreserved in the next election. So 
there is no certainty that the Members will get re-elected. Here the party plays an important role. It is unfortunate that 
political parties always do not want to field women candidates for these unreserved seats. Adding to this problem is 
that women do not want to contest as independent candidates, as that they feel lessen their chance to be reelected. 
This clearly indicates that political parties who are supposed to play a very important role in fulfilling the goal of 73rd 
Amendment Act, have accepted33% reservation for women as a compulsion not as an avenue for social change. 
 
To conclude, until and unless structural change occurs at all levels of social-economic, political, mental and attitudinal 
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